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Summary 


Alma Madrigal didn't stop at pushing her family to support the community. The loss of her 
husband turned her bitter and cruel and it ended up being her family that suffered the 
consequences. 

They stayed out of love. They stayed because what other choice was there? 

But one day, she stepped over the line and Pepa snapped. 

She would not have her children grow up like this. Like she did. 

So she left. 


Notes 


This story is dedicated to the insanity in the Encanto server. Enjoy! 


Gift? 


Dolores bit her lip as the whispering spread, studying the frown on her Abuela’s face while 
Camilo excitedly played around with his new Gift. 


This was a fear that hung over every Gift Ceremony. She might only be eleven, but Dolores 
was well aware of how their family was viewed in the Encanto. A view that her Abuela had 
unintentionally encouraged with her obsession with earning the Miracle. 


The Madrigals were useful to the village. 


They celebrated every Gift and immediately thought of ways it could be put to use in the 
village. 


Her naive belief in helping people had shattered when she gained her Gift. Hearing the 
villagers talk day in and day out of how they could get the most use out of the family had 
hardened her and turned her cynical. Especially as she heard the effects it had on her family. 


Her excitement to help had soured the week after her Gift Ceremony. 


Abuela had been pleased with it, happy that she had a better way to keep an eye, or ear in this 
case, on the village. 


Dolores barely left the house anymore, sitting up on her balcony with a notebook that Abuela 
checked every night for anything that could be improved in the village, anything that needed 
to be dealt with or changed. 


The village hated her for the sudden lack of privacy. Her hearing reached out beyond the 
farms when she focused and it was drilled into her that she shouldn’t keep secrets. That she 
needed to tell her Abuela everything. So, despite the guilt laying heavy on her chest, she 
handed over private secrets daily and learned things she really wished she hadn’t. 


But she found her sympathy for the village dwindling by the day since she turned five. 
She heard things that she’d never imagined. 


Her heart ached as she heard her mama cry to bring the rain for the farms and the soft 
comforting words her papa offered when the farmers finally let her go. 


Her anger grew when she heard the cruel things they said about her mama. 
Dangerous, uncontrollable, ruins everything, walking disaster. 
She hated it. 


She hated hearing how much their words hurt her mama too, how often she heard her papa 
comforting her in their room. 


How often she heard her papa muttering to himself about how much he hated how the Gift 
had hurt the woman he loved, how it had snuffed out a fire that Dolores hadn’t seen from her 
quiet and downtrodden mama. 


She screamed to herself in her room, making her own ears ring at the sound, over the horrible 
things they said about her Tio. Her sweet Tio Bruno who cried after he had to give bad 
visions and muttered horrible things about himself under his breath. 


He never had a break. Even with everyone calling him ‘bad luck’ and other terrible things, 
they still came daily to demand visions. 


She heard how they screamed at him for the bad visions. How they sneered when he gave 
them a good one and called it a miracle instead of thanking him. 


She heard him suffer through migraines as he was forced to overuse his Gift almost every 
day. 


It made her sick when Abuela told the family not to bother going to get him when he didn’t 
show up for dinners. She could hear his too-fast breathing as he suffered through another 
migraine but every time she tried to tell Abuela she was cut off and eventually... she stopped. 


She learned to look to her parents when it happened and they always took food to him after 
dinner and helped him back to bed. Because of the strict curfew Dolores and Isabela were 
under, she couldn’t go and see him. 


Abuela was firm in making sure they got enough sleep so that they were alert enough to help 
the village in the morning. She was too busy during the day to do anything but... listen. 
Listen and write down the secrets of the village and wonder if the Miracle was truly a 
blessing on the family after all. 


She listened to Zia Julieta work herself to the bone every day, to the point she collapsed into 
bed early most nights since she had to be up early to make breakfast and the supply of food 
for the village for the day. 


She had to listen to Tio Agustin beg her to rest, even just a little, but she never had time to. 
There was always a villager that needed healing. 


A broken bone. A cut from an accident. A bite from an animal. A black eye from a fight. A 
headache. A scratch. A papercut. 


Sometimes she was sure that someone claimed to be hurt when they were fine just because 
they didn’t want to bother getting lunch from somewhere else. 


And then there was Isabela. 


Dolores’ heart had broken when she realised what had happened in the five months since Isa 
had got her Gift. 


It was crushing her. 


She wasn’t allowed to be herself anymore. Everyone wanted the perfect flower princess now. 
She had to always be smiling and willing to hand out perfect flowers with perfect manners. 


Perfect, perfect, perfect. 


Isabela cried at night when she thought no one could hear. Isabela didn’t think she was 
perfect and she was trying so hard to live up to the expectations that had now been dropped 
on her young shoulders. 


Even six years later, Dolores still heard her prima cry in her room or berate herself for some 
tiny mistake she’d made. She could do nothing to help though. Isa rejected any suggestion 
that she wasn’t fine. 


That she wasn’t perfect. 
So Dolores stopped trying a long time ago. 


She worried about Luisa and the burdens that were heaped on her shoulders. She was 
constantly told that people were relying on her and that they needed her. Her poor prima was 
constantly stressed and only working more and more as she grew older. 


The village saw no problem with having her do all their physical labour for them. 


And all Dolores could do was sit and listen as it happened. Abuela didn’t want to hear about 
Luisa being overworked. Or how Isabela wasn’t happy. Or how Tio Bruno was using his Gift 
to the point he had a permanent headache. 


She didn’t want to hear about any of that. She wanted to know about whether people were 
happy in town, how families were doing and whether they were going to expand, if there 
were rivalries or fights or... anything new. 


So Dolores listened. She wrote it all down. And then she handed it over to Abuela and tried to 
ignore the mutters of ‘snooping brat’ and ‘no privacy’. And many other words she preferred 
not to remember. 


The times she did go into town, she did her best to pretend she didn’t know they hated her 
and that she wasn’t aware that they grew louder or dropped things on purpose in petty 
revenge for her tattling. 


And then Camilo was born. 


Dolores was fascinated by her hermanito. She’d always wished for a little sibling like Isabela 
had. And now she had her own. A tiny little baby who made her mama smile properly for the 
first time in a very long time. 


Camilo, the first boy in the next generation with curls and hazel-green eyes. 


Dolores held her hermanito, feeling how small and fragile he was. And she’d sworn to 
protect him. She’d hated her Gift for a year by then. So she’d promised to herself to use it for 
something good for once and protect her hermanito. 


As he grew up with Mirabel by his side, Dolores found herself loving listening to their antics. 
She managed to convince Abuela to let her watch them since she was in the house all the 
time anyway, so she became more or less the primary caretaker of the pair when the family 
was out helping the village. 


She still wrote everything she heard in her notebook, but now she had Camilo and Mirabel 
making her smile whenever they noticed that she’d heard something that upset her. Or she’d 
tell them if she heard something funny happen and delight in their giggles. 


They soothed the hatred she felt directed at her Gift and sometimes at herself. 
A new fear grew in her heart as she listened to their laughter fill Casita. 


She found herself dreading their Gift Ceremonies. Dreading watching the village find uses 
for them and beating them down into people they weren’t. 


The thoughts kept her up at night the closer they drew to Camilo’s fifth birthday. 
And then, on the day, something entirely different happened. 

He got his Gift and a different fear was realised. 

“Shapeshifting? How is that useful?” 

“Seems like a dud.” 

“He’s a menace already, he didn’t need something to make it harder to catch him.” 
“Great, what can he possibly do with that?” 


Dolores listened to the whispers and saw the hidden fear in her parents’ eyes. Saw the 
disappointment and disapproval in Abuela s expression as Mirabel played around with 
Camilo while he tested out his new Gift that suited him so well. 


She knew what would happen. And she lingered after the party to hear it. 
“Don’t cause trouble with your Gift.” 

“Stay out of the way until we figure out what to do with you.” 

“Don’t bring shame upon this family Camilo.” 


The words stabbed at Dolores’ heart and she rushed out from her hiding place when Abuela 
was gone, gathering her sobbing hermanito into her arms. 


He latched on, burying his face in her shoulder. 
“T-I-I wanna help Dolores!” he wailed. “I didn’t wanna be useless!” 


She closed her eyes as her heart broke for her hermano. She didn’t want him carrying around 
this weight, this accusation, for the rest of his life until that bright light in his eyes dimmed 


and vanished entirely. 
She picked Camilo up and hurried to her room, not wanting to be overheard. 


Settling on her bed with her hermanito in her arms, Dolores spoke words she’d kept locked 
tight in her heart for years. 


“Cami, being ‘useful’ isn’t a good thing. It makes everyone in the family miserable.” 
He looked up at her in confusion, tears sparkling in his eyes. 


“I hate my Gift Cami,” she choked out, begging him to understand, to listen. “I hate listening 
to people and telling Abuela everything. It makes me feel so horrible and guilty because they 
should get their privacy. But I listen to everything. And they hate me for it.” 


He made a protesting noise and Dolores hushed him. 


“Mama is stressed and never actually happy anymore because she’s not allowed to feel like 
normal people are. And papá hates that. Tia Julieta is so tired all the time I’ve heard her faint 
sometimes. Isa cries to herself because she’s scared of not being perfect. Tio Bruno is always 
in pain. Luisa is overworked because she worries about disappointing someone. I’ve been 
terrified of you and Mira getting your Gifts Cami. I’ve been so scared that you’ll stop smiling 
and playing because they’ll make you work. When I realised that they couldn’t think of a way 
for you to be useful I was happy Cami. Because you wouldn’t have to go through what we 
do.” 


She cupped his face in her hands as he stared at her with wide eyes. 


“Cami, mi hermanito, being useful means nothing. You are amazing the way you are. You’re 
kind and funny and the best hermano I could ask for. Please don’t let what other people say 
change anything about you. Your Gift is perfect for you. Because it’ll make you smile. It 
doesn’t matter what anyone else thinks. Okay?” 


She stared at him desperately and squeaked when he threw himself at her in a hug, clinging 
tightly. 


“Everyone’s sad?” he asked in a small voice. 

She swallowed and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tightly. 

“I don’t want you to be sad too,” she whispered, unable to hold the tears back now as they 
fell into his curly hair. “I just want you to be happy Cami. I don’t want you to ever stop 


smiling.” 


He burrowed closer to her, probably overwhelmed by what she’d told him. She desperately 
hoped that he listened. She didn’t want the villagers to break her hermano. 


She didn’t want another member of her family to lose their spark. 


Smiles 


She hated that she was right about how things went. When the village failed to figure out a 
use for Camilo's Gift, they just dismissed him. He got pushed to the side by the village and 
Abuela, and Dolores' blood boiled at the comments she heard about him. 


Useless was a common one. 
And it hurt Camilo. It hurt her hermanito that people were treating him like this suddenly. 


He withdrew into himself for a while as Abuela pushed their parents to return to work, 
pushed their primas to keep up with their responsibilities and started keeping Mirabel away 
from Cami since he was a ‘bad influence’. 


She forgot about Dolores though. She only remembered Dolores when she wanted her list at 
the end of the day. For the rest of the time, she was to stay in Casita and write down whatever 
she heard. 


So when they left for the day, Dolores gathered up her hermanito and settled him in her lap, 
splitting her attention between her work and her upset hermano. 


Gradually, as days passed like that, Camilo started coming alive again. He giggled when she 
told him about something funny that had happened. 


He smiled when he saw her and usually spent all his time around her, drawing or playing with 
Casita. 


She didn't feel like she could do much for him, but what she could do, she would without 
hesitation. 


It still hurt to hear the villagers forget that her sweet hermano existed though. She ended up 
breaking into tears one day when someone commented that keeping him around was just a 
drain on the Madrigal's resources. 


She knew her mama would sooner bring down a hurricane than let anyone take Camilo away 
from her, but it still hurt that people could even consider that. 


Camilo noticed her tears though, hurrying over in concern. 
"Dolores?" 


She tried to wipe them away quickly but they kept coming as she looked at her hermanito, his 
expression so worried. 


“I’m okay Cami,” she tried to reassure, but her voice cracked and didn’t fool him at all. 


He stared up at her for a moment, clearly unsure over what to do. 


And then he seemed to get an idea. 


Between one blink and the next, Dolores was staring at a miniature version of her papa in 
confusion. 


A few minutes later, she was laughing hard enough that she was clutching her sides at 
Camilo’s antics. His impression of their papá was exaggerated and adorable. 


She struggled to contain her giggles, reaching out to pull her hermanito into her lap. He 
shifted back and looked up at her hopefully. 


“Do you feel better Dolores?” he asked. 


She could have cried again at the innocent hope in his voice. He always wanted nothing more 
than to make people smile. 


“Si,” she smiled at him. “A lot better. Mamá 5 right you know.” 

He cocked his head and she framed his face with her hands, smiling warmly at him. 
“You’re our pequeño sol, you make everything better.” 

He beamed up at her and she kissed him on the forehead. 


“Now you’re stuck with me because I’m going to cuddle you,” she teased, poking him in the 
sides and making him laugh as he squirmed. “Noooo,” he giggled. “No tickling!” 


She smiled and let him settle in her lap again, holding him close with one arm while she 
continued writing in her notebook with the other. Camilo didn’t seem to mind and soon 
enough he was asleep. 


She smiled down at him fondly. She truly couldn’t understand why the villagers couldn’t see 
how special he was. 


After that day, a spark seemed to have lit inside Camilo. It started with their mama. When she 
came home, wrung out and tired from a day of watering the fields and eyes still red, Camilo 
was there with a cup of tea that Dolores had carefully taught him to make. 


It brought a smile to her face and weak sunlight broke through the clouds. He’d hug her and 
they’d sit on a couch as Camilo told her about whatever he got up to that day. 


By the time their papá got home, the sun was shining and he found his wife smiling down at 
their hijo while enjoying her favourite tea. And then he’d smile too and move to join them, 
causing Camilo to start recounting his day from the beginning. Not that their mama minded. 
She seemed happy to just listen to Camilo sounding happy. 


It was Isabela next. Camilo had wanted to help his Tia in the kitchen but he’d been chased 
out by Abuela. He’d accidentally come across Isabela in the middle of a mini breakdown 
after dropping a flower arrangement she was supposed to deliver. Tucked away in a corner of 


Casita, no one else saw Camilo squirm his way into her lap and wrap his arms around her 
neck in a hug. 


She weakly pushed at him for a moment before giving up and hugging him tightly. 
Camilo only spoke when her sobs had turned to sniffles. 
“What’s wrong Isa?” 


“Nothing,” she wiped at her eyes and cringed when the five-year-old gave her an 
unimpressed expression that was so similar to his hermana 5 that she caved. 


“I messed up my flower arrangement. And I’ve got to deliver it and Ill be behind on all my 
work and I’m going to disappoint Abuela and upset the villagers,” tears welled up in her eyes 
again. 


Camilo blinked up at her. “P1 go deliver it!” he offered. 
“What?” 


“PII turn into you and go give it to them so you can catch up on your work! I do a really good 
Isabela Dolores says.” 


He scrambled out of her lap and spun around as he shifted into his prima. 


Isabela blinked at the perfect copy of herself. If he delivered the arrangement then she’d have 
enough time to do everything else. And if they think it was her who did it, then no one would 
ask any questions. 


“Are you sure Cami?” she asked hesitantly. 
He was only five after all. 
Camilo nodded though. “I don’t like it when you cry, so if I help then you’ll stop.” 


She gave him a weak smile at that and hurriedly fixed the arrangement she’d messed up. She 
was nervous as she handed it over to Camilo but he just gave her a cheeky grin, which was 
weird on her own face, and ran off with it. 


She found out later that he’d pulled it off perfectly, fooling everyone he came across and 
delivering the arrangement with perfect behaviour. 


When she saw him next, she pulled him into a tight hug and whispered her thanks. She’d 
finished all of her work on time and Abuela had been happy. 


Camilo just seemed happy to see her smile again. He started popping by her often to see if he 
could help and became her unofficial delivery boy so that she had some breathing room 
during the day. No one ever suspected that it wasn’t Isabela handing the arrangements over. 


Luisa came next. Camilo had noticed how tired she always looked so he started making a 
habit of bringing her presents during the day. Something to drink or a snack he snuck out of 
the kitchen. Flowers that Isabela made for him. 


Anything he could think of that would make her smile. 


It didn’t stop her from being tired, but when she saw him come running up with some new 
small gift, it didn’t fail to draw a smile from her. 


He couldn’t really help his Tia and Tio much since they were with Abuela more and she got 
annoyed when she saw him. He ended up turning into Isabela or Luisa to give them random 
hugs before disappearing again. It drew small smiles from them and didn’t draw his Abuela 5 
attention at least. 


Tio Bruno was hard though. He was always sad and hurting. Camilo didn’t know how to 
make it better. 


So he started small. 


When Dolores told him that their Tio was down with a migraine, Camilo snuck up to his 
room with his favourite type of hot chocolate and an arepa. It didn’t get rid of the migraine 
but it helped ease the symptoms. 


His Tio would always give him a small, strained smile when he showed up with them. 
Then he started helping take care of his Tio 5 rats. 


He knew that Abuela hated them and she put out traps when they annoyed her too much. So 
Camilo got in the habit of grabbing up any that he spotted before she could see them. Then 

he’d sneak them back to his Zio s room while he was busy with visions or hurting too much 
to do anything else but sleep. 


After a while, the rats started to like him too and hid in his ruana if Abuela was chasing them. 
He always made sure that they got back to his Tio 5 room safely. 


That got a more genuine smile from him when he noticed what Camilo was doing. The five- 
year-old just grinned when he thanked him and jumped on him in a hug. 


He’d say, “I love you Tio!” and then run off to do something else. He always caught sight of 
the happy smile on his Tio s face when he did that so he thought he did okay in cheering him 


up. 
Most of them started calling him the same nickname. 
“Our pequeno sol.” 


And while the village and Abuela weren’t looking, Camilo became the one that kept his 
family smiling. Whether they knew it or not. 


Disaster 


Camilo knew that most of the people in the Encanto thought his Gift was useless and that he 
couldn’t do anything. But in the three months between his ceremony and Mirabel’s, he’d 
figured out how to help his family with it. 


And that was enough for him. 


He would have been happy to keep doing that forever, making everyone smile was his 
favourite thing to do. 


And then everything went wrong again at Mirabel’s ceremony. 


Abuela had told Camilo to stay in his room for it, not wanting him to ruin anything. She said 
the same to Tio Bruno. 


While his parents and Dolores were upset about it, Zia Julieta reluctantly agreed when Abuela 
pushed. And it was her hija 5 ceremony so no one could argue. 


It made Camilo sad. He hadn’t been able to play with Mira since he got his Gift. Abuela 
didn’t want them to be together anymore since she said he might be a bad influence. 


Camilo hoped that Mira liked her Gift. He’d see if he could sneak in a hug for her later when 
Abuela was distracted. 


He was drawing on some paper on the floor when his door slammed open, giving him a 
fright. He looked up in confusion to see his Abuela storming in. 


“What did you do?!” she demanded. 
He stared up at her in silence, feeling a little scared as his mami and papi ran in after her. 
“Mamá, ” his mami tried to say but Abuela shouted at her. 


“No! Ever since Camilo got that useless Gift there’s been trouble. The village whispers about 
the magic and worries about the Gifts. And it does nothing but allow him to cause trouble!” 


Camilo stared up at her, hands twisted into his ruana as he listened with wide eyes. He 
already knew all this. She’d told him all of it on his birthday after everyone left. 


It still hurt, but he also remembered what Dolores had said. That being ‘useful’ left everyone 
sad. 


And he made the family smile a bit so that had to be good right? 


“There is no other explanation for what happened tonight!” Abuela shouted. “Mirabel’s door 
disappearing, and now Bruno vanishing! All happening only months after his Gift 
Ceremony!” 


Camilo’s eyes widened even more. What? 

“He must have affected the Miracle somehow! He’s always been a difficult boy.” 
“Mamá!” His mami sounded a bit angry now. His papi looked angry too. 

Abuela ignored her though and turned to him again. 

“What did you do?!” she demanded. 

Camilo blinked back tears, overwhelmed by what was happening. 

“I-I didn’t do anything Abuela.” 

He wondered if she’d always hated him. 

“Don’t lie to me!” she shouted and Camilo barely processed what happened next. 


Abuela raised her hand and slapped him hard enough that she knocked him on his side. He let 
out a pained and frightened cry as his cheek lit up with pain. 


He couldn’t hold the tears back now, letting out a sob as he curled up on himself. 
And then he heard the thunder. 
“How dare you?!” his mami snarled, angrier than he’d ever heard her. 


He opened his eyes to see a huge black cloud filling the room, lightning flickering through it 
and thunder booming. His Abuela seemed just as shocked as he felt at the sight. 


“How dare you touch him?!” his mami shouted, the wind whipping around them. “How dare 
you hurt mi hijo?!” 


Camilo only looked away from the cloud when his papi crouched down next to him, looking 
worried. The little boy whimpered as his papi carefully turned his head so that he could see 
his hurting cheek. 


“Ay mijo,” he whispered, sounding upset. “It’s okay, papi s here.” 


Camilo practically crawled into his arms, shaking from the shock of what happened. His 
Abuela hit him. She hit him and shouted at him. And he didn’t know why. 


His mami was still screaming at Abuela, a fury he’d never seen from her fuelling the storm 
whipping around the room. 


“Pepa! Control yourself!” Abuela shouted. 
Lightning flashed and his mami glared at her. 


“I’m done,” she said, voice cold now. The wind and thunder suddenly stopped. “I’m done 
with your treatment of my niños. I’m done with you. I will never allow you to hurt them 


again.” 


She turned her head and Camilo realised that Dolores was standing by the door, hands over 
her ears as she stared in shock. 


“Mija, go pack. We’re leaving.” 
Dolores squeaked and ran off to do as she was told. 


Camilo blinked as his papi stood with him in his arms. His cheek still burned and he had 
never been so afraid of his Abuela before. 


“What do you think you’re doing?” Abuela demanded as his mami started going around the 
room, grabbing a bag and shoving Camilo’s clothes and favourite toys into it. 


“We’re leaving,” his mami repeated. “I refuse to allow you to hurt Camilo again. And I know 
you. I know how you treated Bruno most of his life. I know how you treated me. I won’t 
allow a repeat.” 


Camilo looked up at his papi as he started walking out of the room, his mami following as 
Abuela shouted at her. 


“PIL go pack,” mami said tightly. 
She stopped next to them though and reached out to cup Camilo’s uninjured cheek. 
“Mi sol, mi vida, she will never hurt you again. I promise.” 


Camilo leaned into the touch and she kissed his forehead before heading to her room. His 
papi carried him downstairs, getting confused looks from his Tia and Tio who were in the 
courtyard. 


Suddenly, Dolores ran up with a bag on her shoulder and an arepa in hand. 
“Here Cami,” she whispered. She was shaking as she gave him the food. 


He wasn’t really hungry but his cheek hurt pretty badly so he took a bite. The pain 
disappeared but he still felt numb. 


His Abuela hit him. 


“What’s going on?” his Tia asked as Camilo buried his face in his papi s shirt, starting to cry 
again. 


“We’re leaving,” his papi sounded so so angry. “That woman laid a hand on my hijo in 
violence. We will not stand for that.” 


“What?” she whispered in shock. “No, mamá wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t hit one of her 
nietos.” 


“Considering the number of times she hit Bruno, I don’t know how you can say that,” his 
mami snapped as she came stalking down the stairs, two more bags in hand. 


Tia Julieta flinched and Dolores stared at their mami with wide eyes. 


“T only stayed after Dolores was born because she swore to never lay a hand on them. She 
broke that promise and I’m done with her. We’re leaving.” 


His Tia and Tio looked stricken and Camilo hid from their gazes in his papi s shirt. 
“And where will you go?” Abuela demanded from the top of the stairs. 

His mami spun around as lightning flashed and thunder rumbled in the sky. 
“Anywhere that’s not here!” she snarled. 

“If you leave, you will not be welcome back!” Abuela shouted. 


His mami paused and looked over her shoulder from where she’d been walking towards the 
door. 


“Good. Because you’re no madre of mine. Not after today.” 


Abuela stumbled back a step and suddenly a huge crack split the courtyard, Camilo’s family 
on one side and Abuela and Tia and Tio on the other. 


They all stared at it in shock for a moment. 
“Look at what you’re doing!” Abuela shouted, gesturing at the crack in fear. 


“You’ve been ripping this family apart for years Alma,” his mami said coldly. “I’m just 
refusing to play along with the happy family act anymore.” 


The wind threw the doors open and they followed her out into the night. His papi paused and 
turned back to look at the three standing there. 


“If you touch either of my niños again, it won’t be the weather you need to watch out for.” 


Camilo tucked his head under his papi $ chin as they walked away from Casita. He was still 
struggling to understand what had happened. 


“It’s okay Cami,” he whispered and Camilo held on tightly to his shirt. “It’s going to be 
okay.” 
In Casita’s walls, Bruno watched the cracks spread with fear. 


What had Alma done? 


Family 


Carlos didn’t expect to open his door to find his hijo and his family, soaking wet from the 
unexpected thunderstorm raging outside. 


Pepa was livid, actually shaking with anger. Felix looked like he was barely keeping himself 
in check as well. 


Dolores looked like she might be in shock and Camilo was practically hiding in his papas 
arms. 


Carlos didn’t even give them a chance to speak after seeing the bags. 
He took them from Pepa and told them to come inside. 
They hadn't gone to the Gift Ceremony since they'd never got along well with Alma. 


They'd always loved Pepa though and considered her their daughter long before Felix made it 
official when he married her. 


What they couldn't stand was the way Alma treated Pepa. When she was young the girl had 
been all fire and passion. As the years went by, that had been crushed under Alma's demands 
and expectations. 


Felix had hated it too but Pepa wouldn't leave her family. So he swallowed his opinion so that 
he could stay close and support her. 


This was the first time Carlos had seen the fire back in Pepa's eyes in years. 
What could have happened? 


He shooed the four towards the couch, grabbing towels so that they could dry off. Maria 
hurried into the kitchen to make some tea to warm them up. 


Once they were all dry and holding their cups of tea, Carlos asked what had happened. 
"That woman went too far," Pepa snarled 


Felix reached out to squeeze her hand before passing Camilo to her. It worked like a charm to 
calm her down and she held him tight. 


"Alma hit Camilo," Felix explained, anger clear in his voice. 
Carlos sucked in a sharp breath, staring in shock before the anger hit. 
"She did what?!" 


Maria rushed over to check on the little boy who was hiding in his mama's arms. 


Pepa looked down at Camilo, the anger in her expression cracking to show her worry and 
pain. 


She coaxed him to look up at her. It hurt them all to see the tears still rolling down his cheeks 
as he sniffled miserably. 


"Is he okay?" Carlos asked tightly. 

Felix nodded, expression unhappy. "Dolores got him an arepa." 

He wrapped an arm around his hija 5 shoulders and she melted into the hug with a shaky sigh. 
Pepa cupped her hijo's cheeks. 

"You're okay mijo," she murmured. "You're safe. She won't touch you again." 

He tucked in close to her again, clutching her dress tightly. 


"Lo siento," Pepa murmured, the anger having taken a backseat as she held her hijo. "For just 
showing up like this." 


Carlos was already shaking his head. "We told you a long time ago Pepa. You are always 
welcome here, no matter what." 


She gave them a weak smile. They'd had a tough time convincing her that they really cared. 
They'd tried to be a safe place for both her and Bruno. Safe from the villagers and their 
mama. 


Bruno didn't have niños to give him the push to stand up to Alma though. And Alma adored 
Julieta's niños so Julieta wouldn't have a reason to leave either. 


They worked to calm the niños down and it was only ten minutes later that both of them were 
asleep. 


That's when the real discussion started. 

"Alma hit him?" Carlos asked sharply. 

Pepa nodded unhappily. "Mirabel’s ceremony went wrong. She didn't get a Gift. And then 
Bruno disappeared after Alma asked him to have a vision. Somehow she managed to get to 
the idea that it was Camilo's fault." 


Carlos blinked at her in confusion. "What? That makes no sense." 


"Exactly," Felix huffed while Pepa cradled their sleeping hijo. "She went storming into 
Camilo’s room, screaming at him. Then she slapped him." 


Maria shook her head in horror. 


"I swore that I would leave if she ever laid a hand on my niños," Pepa whispered. 


Carlos and Maria glanced at each other. 
"She did the same when you were young, didn't she?" Maria asked gently. 


Pepa flinched before sighing. "Sí," she admitted. "To me and Bruno. I told her that if she did 
the same to Camilo or Dolores, I would leave." 


Carlos nodded in understanding. Pepa might not have been able to stand up for herself. But 
she would do anything for her niños. Even leave her family behind. 


"You're welcome to stay here as long as you want," Carlos assured them. "We'll help you get 
back onto your feet. You've been our family for years Pepa, long before Felix proposed." 


She gave him a shaky smile. 
"It will be nice to get to know our nietos without Alma interfering," Maria added. 


"I don't want her near them," Pepa murmured. "Especially Camilo. She never liked him. But 
she's been especially hard on him since his birthday." 


They nodded in agreement. 


"She isn't welcome in this house. It'll be okay Pepa. We'll keep them safe. And you'll be safe 
too," Felix promised. 


Pepa sighed and slumped in her seat, looking exhausted. The storm outside has subsided into 
a heavy rain by now. 


"Let's get you settled in the guest room," Maria suggested. "You're all exhausted." 
"Gracias," Pepa thanked them genuinely. 


Felix picked Dolores up and Pepa carried Camilo to the guest room. Neither of their niños 
woke up, exhausted after the eventful night. 


There was only one bed but that was fine since neither parent wanted their niños far from 
them. 


They settled the two between them, Camilo curled in his mama's arms. 
"We'll figure things out," Felix promised his wife. 


"I know," she smiled at him. "No matter what happens, I won't regret leaving. Not after 
tonight. She was pushing me ever since Camilo got his Gift. But this was the last straw. She 
will never have a say over their lives again." 


"And no say over yours," Felix added. 
Her smile softened. "You never liked her." 


"I fucking hated her." 


Pepa had to muffle her laughter with the pillow so she didn't wake their niños. 


Tea 


Camilo woke up warm and safe. He knew immediately who's arms he was curled up in. 


For a moment he tried to remember if he'd had a nightmare or if he'd climbed into their bed 
since he still felt a little scared of his room. He didn't like sleeping alone now. 


But then he remembered what happened and tears welled up in his eyes. 

Abuela hit him. She hated him so much and he didn't know why. 

What did he do that was so wrong? 

He peered up at his mami who was still asleep. His papi and Dolores were behind him. 
They'd left. 

His parents had taken them and actually left. They'd been so mad at Abuela. 


What were they going to do without Casita though? He remembered seeing Abuelo Carlos 
and Abuela Maria. Were they staying with them? 


The arms around him shifted and he looked up again. Sleepy green eyes met his and she 
smiled. 


And he knew he'd be okay. 
"Cami, mi sol, did you sleep well?" She asked softly, barely audible over his papi 5 snores. 


Camilo nodded, snuggling a bit closer. He didn't need to worry because his parents would 
always take care of Dolores and him. 


She pressed a kiss to his forehead and Camilo returned her smile with a bright one of his 
own. 


The affectionate touches were so much more important than the slap Abuela gave him. The 
memory of the pain was already fading away as Dolores woke up, immediately starting to 
tickle her hermanito as soon as she realised he was next to her. 


His shrieks of laughter woke up his papi who just smiled fondly at them. 


Dolores was smiling again too. So everything was good again. 


A week later, Pepa sat drinking tea in the kitchen, listening to her niños playing outside. 


Dolores had stuck to Camilo like glue since everything happened. 


No one had come by requesting, no, demanding certain weather. She wasn't sure if it was 
because they were shaken by the sudden and unexpected change or if they were intimidated 
by papa Carlos. 


She smiled softly to herself as she remembered them both telling her that she was as good as 
their hija and since then she'd been calling them papa and mama. 


They certainly deserved the titles more than Alma ever did. 


Felix was over the moon to have her and the niños out of that toxic house and with some time 
and space, she had to agree. 


She hadn't felt so relaxed in a long time. 

And she could see how much better her niños were already. Dolores could do what she 
wanted instead of sitting and listening to the village the entire day. And Camilo didn't have to 
sneak around the house avoiding Alma. 

They were free. 


Her two niños suddenly came barrelling into the house and made a beeline for her. 


"Mami!" Camilo scrambled into her lap and Pepa wrapped her arms around him to cuddle 
him close. These moments had been rare before, where she could have Camilo snuggled into 
her while Dolores went to make her own cup of tea and one for her hermano. The whole 
family loved their tea, except for Felix who couldn't stand it. 


Her work had kept her pretty busy and ever since Camilo got his Gift, Alma had been 
pushing Pepa and Felix out of the house more and more. 


Trying to isolate her baby boy more. 


But as a result, moments where she just got to enjoy time with her niños had become 
increasingly scarce. 


She ran her fingers through Camilo's hair, feeling for knots after playing around outside. 


Camilo looked up at her and grinned, hair shifting to match her red and making her smile 
wider. Camilo had a mix of her hair colour and Felix's and he often shifted into one or the 
other. Alma called it a waste of his already useless Gift, but Pepa thought it was adorable. 


She loved his natural hair colour though. The warm auburn curls suited him perfectly. 
Dolores came over to sit down across from them and slid Camilo's tea over to him. 


She looked so much more relaxed now. She'd always looked tense before, carrying her ever- 
present notebook everywhere. 


Now she leaned back in her seat with a hum as she held her cup of tea close. 


Pepa let Camilo twist in her lap so he could reach for his tea. The five-year-old was careful as 
he picked it up. 


Hearing a soft chuckle, Pepa looked up to find Felix leaning in the doorway, eyes fond. 
"I sometimes feel like you love that tea more than me," he pouted exaggeratedly. 
Camilo looked up with wide eyes. 

"No! Papá is better than tea," he insisted. 

Dolores hid a smile behind her cup. 

"I don't know," Pepa mused playfully. "Tea is very tasty." 

Felix placed a hand on his heart. "The betrayal," he declared dramatically. 

"No! Papa is better!" Camilo insisted. "Tea is nice but papa is best!" 

Felix grinned and moved over to ruffle their hijo's hair. 

"At least I'm above tea for someone," he chuckled. 


He headed over to the counter to make himself some coffee and Pepa just basked in the 
simple domestic peace of the moment. 


She'd never had this before. Not when she was growing up. Not when she was married, even 
though Felix tried his best to give her some when they were alone. 


But here, out from under Alma's thumb, she finally had it. 
And so did her niños. 


Felix settled into the chair next to her, laughing and lifting his arms as Camilo scrambled 
over into his lap as if he was trying to prove that he loved his papa more than tea. 


Not that he gave up the tea of course. 


"I was thinking," Felix started and Pepa picked up on the careful note in his voice. "Maybe 
we can go out today?" 


She immediately tensed, thinking about the villages' anger and scorn. Their treatment of 
Camilo. Their inevitable demands. 


Felix kept talking though while Dolores paused and watched them. 
"We could go visit Diego." 


That made Pepa pause. Diego had been Felix's best friend since childhood. A perpetual 
bachelor, he had been one of the few to offer Pepa help or a shoulder to cry on when she 


needed it. Alma had kept them too busy most of the time to visit him but she still saw him in 
town and she knew he'd punched someone who made a cruel comment about Camilo. 


After thinking for a moment, she sighed. They couldn't stay cooped up forever. They had to 
leave sometime. 


And Diego was a safe choice. 

"Alright," she agreed. 

Camilo looked up at them curiously and Dolores continued with her tea. 

If the villagers said one wrong word about her niños, there would be a storm. 
And no one was going to make her repeat that damned chant again. 


Clear skies were no longer a right. It was something they had to earn from now on. 


Diego 


Papa Carlos insisted on walking with them as far as the market, claiming he had shopping to 
do. 


Camilo was happily sitting in his arms. The boy had adored his Abuelo Carlos now that he 
could actually spend time with him. Dolores was spending a lot of time with her Abuela 
Maria. 


Dolores stayed close by Felix while Pepa walked alongside her papá, anxiety rising as the 
village fell silent at the sight of them. 


Papa gave her an encouraging smile as the wind picked up a little but it turned to a cloud 
when she noticed how Camilo had shrunk down in Carlos' hold. 


Her boy hadn't been unaware of the cruelty the villagers directed towards him. He must be so 
nervous to be around them again. 


That thought was what made her straighten her back and hold her head high. 


She wouldn't allow these bastards to upset Camilo again. If they tried they'd have to go 
through her. 


And Pepa was done compromising. 


So she met their gazes and dared them to try anything. Dolores was glancing around with 
narrowed eyes, likely listening to any whispers among the crowds. 


"You finally going to do your job again?" Someone called out, annoyed. "The crops haven't 
been watered in a week!" 


Before, Pepa would have felt guilty over it, would have folded and done what they wanted. 


Now though, now she knew the joys of spending days with her family. She knew the joy it 
brought them when they saw her in the morning, eyes lighting up when they realised she'd be 
there all day. 


She wasn't giving that up for anything. 


"You have hands. Use them for once," she snapped, thunder rumbling. "Maybe I'll consider 
helping again when you learn not to be such assholes." 


The town gaped at her and Pepa preened at the proud look on Felix's face and the way 
Camilo was staring up at her in awe. 


She walked forward without hesitation this time. She wouldn't allow these people to control 
her anymore. Not what she did or how she felt. 


And nothing about her niños. 


Carlos handed Camilo over when they reached the market and waved as he headed off. Her 
hijo snuggled into her hold and she smiled, pressing a kiss into his curls. 


She found herself relaxing a bit when they approached Diego's house though. It was still 
stressful to have people staring or glaring at her. 


Diego was out in his garden, finishing up with some watering. He was one of the few that 
watered his own garden instead of asking Pepa to do it for them. 


The man looked up when Felix called out and grinned at the sight of them. 
"Hola!" He called as they drew closer. "If it isn't my favourite sunny family." 
Felix laughed as they stopped in front of him. 

"We thought we'd stop by for a visit," he explained. 


"You know you're always welcome," Diego reminded them, leading the way to the front 
door. 


Once inside, he greeted the others. 

"Pepa, beautiful as always." He huffed when Felix elbowed him playfully. 
"My wife," he reminded while Pepa laughed. 

Diego shook his head with a chuckle before turning to the two niños. 


"You're growing every time I see you Dolores," he told her with a smile. "You're going to be 
just as beautiful as your mama when you're grown up." 


Dolores blushed and smiled at him. She'd only met Diego a few times due to being cooped up 
in Casita so much. But he'd always been nice. 


"Growing up? What's this I hear about growing up?" Felix asked with a serious frown. "My 
hija is going to stay my little girl forever." 


That got Dolores giggling and Pepa watched them fondly. Camilo was also watching. 
Admittedly, Diego had only met Camilo when he was a baby. They hadn't had much time to 
visit the man recently. 


"And who's this?" Diego asked playfully as Camilo shyly peered up at him, half hiding in 
Pepa's dress. "He can't be Camilo. Camilo was just a baby after all." 


Pepa chuckled. "Sí, Diego. Babies do grow up, remember?" 


Diego gasped dramatically. "But it hasn't been that long!" 


Felix laughed. "You've been sleeping then mi amigo! Cami just turned five a few months 
ago." 


"Five?! Already?!" 
Camilo giggled at the over-the-top reaction. 


"Well then, I've got some catching up to do, don't I? Can't be a good Tio if I'm not around. 
Got to make up for five years." 


Camilo tilted his head up to look at him, not hiding as much anymore. 

"Hola Cami, I'm your Tio Diego," he greeted with a grin, holding out a hand. 
"Hola," Camilo said shyly, taking his hand timidly. 

"Well, come on! Make yourselves comfortable!" He encouraged. 


They settled on the couches and chatted, catching up on minor things, Camilo not moving 
from Pepa's lap. Although he got more curious as he looked around at the place, peering at 
the photos on the wall. 


Diego noticed and grinned. "Ninos," he caught their attention. "Wanna see pictures of your 
papa when he was young?" 


"Diego, no," Felix groaned. 


Both Camilo and Dolores nodded eagerly and it wasn't long before they were set up on the 
floor, paging through photos of when Felix and Diego were young and getting into all kinds 
of nonsense. 


Diego waited until they were sure at least Camilo was distracted, Dolores would surely be 
listening anyway, before he spoke more seriously to them. 


"What happened?" He asked. 
Both Felix and Pepa sobered. 


"Alma," Pepa hissed angrily, making Diego raise his eyebrows. He wasn't surprised it was 
Alma, but he'd never seen Pepa this furious with her. 


"She's been treating Camilo badly ever since his Gift Ceremony," Felix explained. "That was 
already testing our patience. But she went too far." 


"She hit him," Pepa said tightly, watching Diego's eyes widen in shock and horror. "Slapped 
him because she somehow came to the conclusion that what happened at Mirabel's ceremony 
was his fault. I refuse to allow her to abuse my niños." She clenched her jaw. "Not like she 
did to me and Bruno." 


It wasn't news to Felix or Diego, but they'd never heard Pepa admit it. 


Felix took her hand in comfort and Diego leaned forward, elbows on his knees as he 
processed. 


"So you left," he said quietly. 

They both nodded. 

"She's no madre of mine," Pepa snarled. "She no longer has any claim to my niños." 
Diego's eyes widened again to find out that Pepa had effectively disowned Alma. 
"Mama and papa have basically adopted her," Felix chuckled and Diego smiled at that. 
Felix's parents adored Pepa. 

"We're staying with them until we're back on our feet," he finished up. 


"If you need anything, just let me know," Diego reminded them. "Including babysitting 
services." 


"You'll have to fight papá Carlos on that one," Pepa chuckled. 


Carlos adored Camilo. 


They laughed, the serious mood dissipating. For the rest of their visit, they talked about other 


things. Taking the time to relax. 


Meanwhile, Dolores stared ahead blankly. Camilo was happily seated in her lap and going 
through the photos, oblivious to the conversation that just happened. 


Abuela had hurt mama. Abused mama. Hit her like she hit Camilo. 


Dolores tightened her grip on her hermanito, causing him to look up. She smiled at him, 
getting a smile in return before he focused back on the photos. 


That woman was no Abuela of hers. She was just the lady who hurt her family. Hurt her 
mama. Hurt her sweet hermanito who just wanted to make everyone smile. 


Alma Madrigal was nothing to her now. 


Secrets 


"Dolores?" 


She looked up from her book to find Camilo looking hopefully at her. They were in the 
backyard, enjoying the sunshine. Camilo had been running around playing while she'd been 
reading. 


She hummed to show she was listening. 
"I miss our primas." 
She felt a pang in her heart. She missed them too. She had heard how they'd taken the news. 


Isabela with a smile on her face before raging in her room and crying. Of course Alma hadn't 
told them the whole truth, but Isabela was old enough to know that they wouldn't have left for 
any simple reason. 


Luisa was confused and sad and missed them, only admitting it to her papá. 
And Mirabel kept asking for them. For Cami. Asking when they were coming home. 


Alma had snapped at her multiple times and seemed to have grown colder to her after the 
ceremony. 


Not as bad as with Camilo since she was probably still blaming him for it. 
Alma also seemed to believe they'd come crawling back. 


Which was never going to happen. Not between Abuelo and Abuela. Not with Tio Diego's 
help. 


They didn't need that woman. 

"I miss them too Cami," she sighed. 

She opened her arms and he climbed into her lap with little hesitation. 
"Do you think we can sneak in and see them?" He asked in a whisper. 
Dolores frowned and looked at him. 


"Casita would let us in," he insisted. "I miss helping them. I can still help Luisa in the village. 
But Isa must have so many orders to deliver." 


Dolores sighed. Ay her hermanito. How could anyone think badly of him? 


"It would be very bad if anyone saw us Cami," she reminded him. 


"But no one can sneak up on you!" He said. "And I can look like anyone." 
She bit her lip. She did miss her primas... 

"If mama and papá say we can," she finally decided. 

Camilo grinned and scrambled out of her lap to no doubt go ask right now. 


She followed after him with a sigh. Either way, there was no stopping him without a firm 
answer from their parents. 


Unlike Alma would, their parents listened to Camilo's whole idea and the why behind it. That 
was probably what did it. 


Her mama might be a bit angry with Tia Julieta, but she had been worried about their primas. 
"You're sure you can get in without being seen?" Papá asked worriedly. 
Camilo nodded eagerly. "I'm good at being sneaky. And Casita helps." 


Mama bit her lip before sighing. "As long as you're careful and make sure you're never 
spotted, you can visit when the adults are out of the house." 


Camilo agreed excited before he faltered a bit. "Do you think Tio Bruno is okay? Wherever 
he went?" 


Dolores let out a squeak when she realised that in all the chaos and fuss, she hadn't thought to 
tell her parents. 


All three of them looked at her. 


"Dolores?" Papa asked gently. It was nothing like how Alma demanded she answer 
something. 


"I forgot to tell you," she admitted. "I know where he is." 


She immediately had their entire attention, her mamá 5 expression more desperate than usual. 
They’d been so busy with getting away that no one had really had a chance to process him 
leaving. 


And Dolores didn’t need to since... she knew where he was. 


“Um,” she scuffed her foot on the floor in an uncharacteristic show of hesitation. “Tio Bruno 
went into Casita’s walls.” 


There was a long beat of silence as her parents stared at her. 
“What?” mama asked in a deadpan tone. 


“He’s in the walls,” Dolores repeated. “Casita made him hallways and a little room from 
what I heard. He went in after he had a vision I think. Alma told him to have one and then the 


next thing I knew, he was in the walls.” 


They reacted with a little surprise at Dolores’ use of Alma’s name but there was something 
else that was more important right now. 


“He’s in the walls?” papá asked. 

Dolores nodded. 

Mama pinched the bridge of her nose and breathed deeply for a moment. 
“He went into Casita’s walls?” 


Camilo was confused over why they kept asking the same thing. Going into Casita’s walls 
seemed like a brilliant hiding spot. No one would ever find him unless Dolores told them. 


Dolores nodded again. 
“Because... of a vision?” mamá asked. 


“I think so,” she clasped her hands behind her back and rocked on her heels as they 
processed. 


“Did he talk to anyone?” mama asked, voice dangerously calm. 


The eleven-year-old shook her head. “I heard the tablet shatter and then he went straight into 
the walls in all the chaos.” 


Mama took in another deep breath. 

“Mi hermano is an idiot,” she muttered. 

Dolores kind of agreed. Why hide in the walls? It seemed like a weird choice. 
She wondered what the vision had been about... 

“What is he doing now?” mama asked tightly. 


Dolores tilted her head to listen to Casita. Most of the family was out except for Isabela and 
Mirabel. 


And her Tio in the walls. 

“He’s talking to his rats.” 

Mama sighed. “Of course he is.” 
“Mi vida?” papá asked. 


“He’s an idiot,” mama repeated. “And I’m going to drag him out of the damn walls by his 
feet if I have to.” 


Dolores smiled while Camilo perked up. 
“We’re going to see Zio again?” he asked hopefully. 


Mama smiled at him, her irritation with their Tio pushed aside for the moment. She bent 
down a bit to cup his cheek. 


“Sí,” she told him. “We’re going to go fetch your dumb Tio.” 

Camilo cheered and she chuckled. 

Papa laughed as well. “Should I let my parents know that they’ll be getting another guest?” 
She looked up at him. “Do you think they’! mind?” 


Papa only laughed again. “Mi amor, they’ve been trying to steal you two away from Alma 
for years.” 


She blushed a bit, but she looked happy so Dolores smiled. 
“How are we getting Zio mami?” Camilo asked curiously. 


Mama’ smile turned more wicked, a fire that had been sparking back to life in her eyes. “I’m 
coming with you.” 


Dolores smiled smugly. Tio couldn’t say no to mama. He’d be home before dinner. 


Trust Me 


Unsurprisingly, Casita had absolutely no problem letting them back into the house. Dolores 
had checked to make sure the adults were all busy in the village. Only three people were in 
Casita at the moment. 


Isabela working hard on flower arrangements for someone’s wedding. Mirabel drawing 
pictures in the nursery. 


And Bruno in the walls. 
“And remember, be careful,” Pepa reminded her niños. 


They both nodded seriously and she watched them head up to Isabela’s room first. 
Apparently, she sounded unbelievably stressed out. 


Then Pepa turned her focus to finding her idiot hermano. 
“Casita, how do I get to him?” she asked with a sigh. 


It was both nice to be back in the house and painful. There were multiple unpleasant 
memories in these rooms. But Casita herself had always done her very best to take care of 
them and cheer them up. 


Pepa would always love her for that. 


The house happily rippled her tiles and led Pepa upstairs and to a picture on the wall. It 
creaked forward, revealing a hole leading to darkness. 


Pepa sighed before climbing inside, the picture swinging back into place behind her. It was 
dark and dusty inside and her heart ached at the thought that Bruno had been planning to 
spend who knew how long back here. 


She walked through the cramped hallways, frowning to herself at the sight of cracks 
spreading through the walls. It reminded her of that large crack that had appeared between 
her and Alma. 


She’d seen that it was still there when in the courtyard. 


Absently patting the wall and hating the idea that Casita was hurt, she kept walking until she 
found a door. 


Pepa took a deep breath and listened for a moment. She heard soft mumbling from the other 
side and let out a sigh. 


Then she kicked the door in aggressively and stormed inside, cloud forming above her head. 


Bruno shrieked in surprise and shock, falling out of the chair he’d been in while his rats 
wisely scattered to safety. 


“P-Pepa?!” Bruno stuttered and then yelped when she grabbed him by the front of the ruana 
and dragged him up closer to her eye level. 


He gulped at the glare he was receiving. 


“P-Pepa?” he squeaked, confused and half-terrified over angering his hermana this much. 
While she’d long since put the wedding incident behind her, understanding that he’d been 
having a really bad day and was trying to hide it when he made that bad joke, it was still the 
angriest she’d been before this moment. 


“You are an idiot,” she hissed and her cloud rumbled. 


Bruno stared up at her with those stupid wide puppy dog eyes and suddenly all the anger 
drained away, leaving her feeling tired. 


His expression turned confused when her mood clearly shifted, but she didn’t let go of his 
ruana. 


“When did we get to the point that you wouldn’t come to me about your problems?” she 
asked quietly. 


He always had before. He went to her when the kids in town bullied him or when Alma 
punished him for something stupid. She went to him when someone made her cry or her 
cheek was still stinging from Alma’s slap. 


They were always there for each other, no matter how angry they might be at each other. No 
matter what the problem was. 


When did he stop coming to her? 
Bruno looked pained now. 
“Tt’s not like that Pepa-” 


“Tt is,” she insisted. “You came to me no matter what the problem was. For all your visions 
too.” 


“T couldn’t Pepa,” he insisted, probably guessing that Dolores had spilled the beans to her. 
“Not this time.” 


“Why?!” she demanded, some anger leaking back into her voice. 


He looked away. “No one can know,” he said quietly. “Besides, you’ve got your own things 
to deal with.” 


“Bullshit,” Pepa snapped. “You made this decision before I left.” 


Suddenly, she let go of his ruana and cupped his cheeks instead. She stared down into 
anxious green eyes. 


“When did you stop trusting me Bruno?” 


He lifted his hands to grip her wrists. “I trust you more than anyone Pepa,” he insisted, tone 
pained. 


Pepa closed her eyes and let out a shuddering breath as she leaned their foreheads together, 
closing her eyes. 


She loved both her siblings, but she’d always been closer to Bruno. Julieta had always been 
the golden child. The one who got all the praise. And while Pepa knew that she’d done all she 
could to draw attention away from them to minimise the abuse, Pepa still carried bitterness 
over the fact that Alma had never laid a hand on her but had sent Bruno into tears many 
nights over the most ridiculous things. 


Julieta didn’t have a perfect life. Far from it. 


But it was hard to bond with her when Pepa wasn’t allowed to eat her food so that she learned 
her lesson from the latest beating. When Julieta was allowed many luxuries that they were 
denied. It wasn't Julieta's fault. But they'd all suffered for Alma's bias. 


As a result of that though, Pepa and Bruno had relied on each other heavily over their lives. 
They’d grown close, they’d fought, they’d cried, they’d learned to make life bearable for the 
both of them. 


When Pepa met Felix, he’d immediately welcomed Bruno into his life too. 
They’d done everything together. 


That had changed as they grew up, as their responsibilities multiplied. But they’d always 
been willing to drop everything the moment they needed the other. 


The wedding had driven a wedge between them briefly, Pepa furious over the one day she’d 
wanted to be perfect getting ruined. But she’d learned only a week later about the fact that 
Alma had banned him from attending the actual ceremony in an attempt to avoid ‘bad luck’. 
Bruno had only been trying to wish her luck before leaving but the stress and hurt had 
resulted in him blurting out the worst thing to say. 


They’d made up soon after, Felix being the one to figure everything out. Pepa had been 
careful after that to not let Alma manipulate them like that again. 


She didn’t want some vision to drive another wedge between them. 
“Why?” she asked quietly. 


“I don’t want it to be true,” he said shakily. “I don’t want it to exist. If I don’t tell anyone... 
maybe it won’t.” 


She’d never heard him this terrified over a vision. She'd heard him scared, upset, resigned, 
multiple other emotions. 


But never too terrified to say a word about it. 
She let out another sigh. 
“Okay,” she murmured. “It won’t make anything better to say anything?” 


He made a quiet noise of pain. “It would make everything so much worse,” he whispered, 
that fear still clear in his voice. 


She opened her eyes and studied green eyes that matched her own, filled with tears. 
“Okay,” she said again. “I won’t ask.” 

He practically deflated with relief, grip still tight on her wrists. 

“T do trust you,” he whispered. 

“I know. And I trust you.” 

And that was enough for them. 

“But you’re not staying here,” she said lightly. 

“Wait what-” Bruno yelped as Pepa pulled back and started dragging him towards the door. 


“You are not staying in the walls. You are not leaving your sobrinos’ lives. Camilo’s already 
asking for you. Dolores has probably constantly been listening to you. And I’m not willing to 
live without you in my life.” 


Bruno faltered at that and she looked over her shoulder at him. He looked so small and lost 
and she felt a bolt of sheer hatred directed at Alma. 


Because she did this to them. She crushed the happy boy Bruno used to be. She crushed 
Pepa’s spirit. 


Felix had rekindled it in her. And it was time they repaired the damage done to her hermano. 
“Where are we going?” he asked anxiously. “I-I- she’ll ask me about the vision...” 


Pepa lifted her chin defiantly. “Alma can go fuck herself,” she said harshly. “She doesn’t 
have the right to demand anything from you.” 


She started walking again, Bruno not putting up much resistance. She could guess that he 
hadn’t been looking forward to a life in the walls at all. 


But he would put himself through that for the family. 


If he wouldn’t tell her though, she’d trust him. 


He’d never do something to hurt them after all. 
She squeezed his hand gently in reassurance as it shook in her hold. 


“We’re going home.” 


Reunion 


Isabela was barely holding back frustrated and stressed tears as she tried to finish all the 
arrangements in time. She was only halfway through and had five deliveries to do as well. 
Her hands were shaking which wasn’t helping at all, making it harder to thread the flowers 
together. 


She closed her eyes for a beat and tried to calm herself down. The arrangement in front of her 
still fell apart though and the tears escaped, the eleven-year-old clutching at her hair as she bit 
her lip to hold back the sobs. 


She hated when there were events in the village. Her workload always doubled and she didn’t 
know how she was going to finish all this in time- 


“Isa!” 


The whisper-shout had Isabela whipping her head to the side to find Camilo running over 
while Dolores quietly closed her door behind her. Her prima was watching her with those 
understanding eyes that Isabela had missed so much and she almost burst into outright tears 
at the sight. But Camilo barrelled into her before she could. The five-year-old wrapped his 
arms around her neck in a hug and she couldn’t help but return it, wrapping her arms around 
the little ball of sunshine that had disappeared, leaving the rest of the family in darkness. 


She was reeling at the sight of them and she stared at Dolores in mute confusion, prompting 
her to explain. 


“Cami missed you, Mira and Luisa. We can still see Luisa since she’s in the village so much. 
But yov’re either in your room or with Alma so... our only choice was to sneak in.” 


Camilo reached up to wipe at Isabela’s face and she realised there were still tears trailing 
down her cheeks. 


“Don’t cry Isa,” he said. “Are you sad?” 


Isabela looked down at his concerned expression and she almost wanted to cry again. Instead 
she gave him a watery smile, cupping his cheeks and kissing his forehead. 


“I’m better now that I can see you mi pequeño sol.” 


Camilo beamed up at her and she felt something painful in her chest loosen. She’d missed 
them so much. 


Her primo settled in her lap, a familiar weight that calmed her enough that she could continue 
working on the arrangements with steady hands. He always helped calm her panic. 


“What happened?” she asked Dolores quietly, looking at where her prima was sitting in the 
flowers, fingers dancing over the petals lightly. 


She hadn’t really believed Abuela when she said that Tia Pepa had turned her back on the 
family and taken her primos with her. Her mama had been crying a lot since they left instead 
of being angry like Abuela. 


Dolores looked up and met her gaze. 
“Alma hit Camilo.” 


Isabela felt like ice water was dumped on her, the arrangement of flowers dropping lifelessly 
to the ground as she automatically wrapped her arms around her primo protectively. 


Camilo was uncharacteristically quiet suddenly and she looked down to find him staring 
down, smile gone. 


“She blamed Camilo for Mirabel not getting a Gift and Tio Bruno disappearing,” Dolores 
continued. “She slapped him and mamá completely lost it.” 


Isabela remembered the thunder she’d heard that night, the massive storm that had raged. 
She’d never seen anything like it. 


“Mama and papa left, taking us with them. We’re staying with Abuelo Carlos and Abuela 
Maria at the moment.” 


Camilo looked up and met Isabela’s gaze. “I didn’t do anything,” he insisted weakly. 
Like he was afraid she’d blame him too. 


She’d never felt so angry in her entire life and Dolores eyed the writhing vines around them a 
little warily. Isabela gently cupped her primo 5 face again though. 


“I know you would never do anything to hurt our family,” she assured him, her heart aching 
at the relief in his eyes. 


What had Abuela done? 


He smiled up at her and it felt like something she’d been missing clicked back into place. Her 
family just wasn’t the same without her primos. 


“Cami, why don’t you go say hi to Mira?” Dolores suggested and Isabela looked up sharply 
at the sound of a certain note in her voice. She wanted to talk about something serious. 


Camilo looked uncertain. “I wanted to help Isa...” 


She melted a little. “Mira missed you,” she insisted. “Go spend some time with her. You can 
help me afterwards okay?” 


He hesitated a moment and she tickled him a little to get him to smile again before he nodded 
and climbed off her lap to run out the door. 


“Dolores?” she asked when she was sure that Camilo was out of earshot. 


“Alma hurt mama and Tio Bruno when they were younger. She hit them like she hit Cami.” 
Isabela stared at her in shock. “What?” 


“I heard them talking about it. Mamá didn’t leave because she didn't want to leave her family. 
But she said that if Alma ever hit Cami or me, she’d leave.” She met Isabela’s gaze and she’d 
never seen Dolores’ eyes so angry. “So she did.” 


Isabela’s hands clenched, crushing flowers as she processed everything Dolores was telling 
her. 


“I don’t know if she ever hit Tia,” Dolores admitted and Isabela felt sick at the idea. “But I 
don’t think she was a good mama to any of them.” 


Isabela could understand why she wasn’t calling her Abuela anymore. This... this was... 
Dolores reached over and took Isabela’s hands, expression serious. 


“Keep an eye on Mira,” she whispered and Isabela’s world screeched to a halt. “She’s still 
blaming Cami at the moment. But I’m scared she might... she might hurt Mira one day.” 


Hurt her hermanita? Little Mira who wouldn’t hurt a fly and looked so upset when she 
disappointed anyone? 


An unfamiliar fury lit up in her heart at the idea. 
“You think she would?” she asked, trying to keep her voice steady. 
Dolores gave her a bitter smile. 
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Isabela gripped her hands tightly, gritting her teeth. She refused to allow Mira to get hurt like 
Camilo did. 


She wasn’t sure her parents would leave if Abuela- if Alma did that. 
“I won’t let her touch Mira,” she swore and Dolores gave her a slight smile. 
“PII keep an ear out,” she promised. 


Isabela pulled her into a hug and tears burned her eyes. Her whole world had been flipped 
upside down as she realised that her familiy was in danger in their own home. She’d keep an 
eye on everyone. And she’d play along as Alma’s perfect nieta. 


But in the safety of her own mind, she’d never give that woman the affection that came with 
the title of Abuela. 


“Tt’ll be okay,” Dolores whispered. “Mamá s bringing Tio Bruno home. So he’s safe too. And 
if you ever need help, you can always come to us. Mama and papá love you. I do too and 


Cami adores you. You’re not alone.” 
Isabela squeezed her eyes shut. 


Everything seemed so much worse now. But she felt less overwhelmed than before. She had 
people she could trust if she needed help. 


And she was warned now. She would protect her family. She wouldn’t let Alma hurt them. 


If her parents wouldn’t leave after Alma hit Camilo, then Isabela would stay to protect her 
hermanas. 


“Gracias,” she whispered. 
“Anytime Isa.” 


They’d get through this. That’s what family was for after all. 


Mellizos 


Camilo carefully opened the nursery door and peeked inside. Mirabel was drawing on some 
paper, sprawled on the floor and tongue sticking out in concentration. 


He barely hesitated. 

“Mira!” He whisper-yelled and her head snapped up. 

A blinding smile lit up her face. 

“Cami!” she matched his volume and he scrambled into the room. 


The pair went down in a tangle of limbs as they hugged the life out of each other. He hadn’t 
really realised how much he’d missed Mira. He hadn’t been allowed to be around her since 
his birthday. 


They’d never gone long without spending time together before. 
“You’re back!” Mira said happily when they pulled apart again. 


Camilo's smile fell. “I can’t stay though,” he mumbled as Casita rippled her tiles around them 
in a circle. 


He’d missed her too. 
“What do you mean?” Mirabel asked, upset. 


“Mami took us away cause...” He faltered, the fear from the memory choking him for a 
moment. “Cause Abuela hit me.” 


Mirabel’s eyes widened in shock and she gasped, leaning closer to Camilo. 
“What?” she asked in horror. 


“I don’t know what I did to make Abuela hate me,” he said miserably. “But mami and papi 
got really mad at her and took me and Dolores away. We’re staying with Abuelo Carlos and 
Abuela Maria now.” 


Mirabel’s expression turned sad. “You’re not coming home, are you?” 
He shook his head. “Abuela’s scary,” he mumbled. 
Mirabel quickly pulled him into a hug and he enjoyed the familiar presence of his best friend. 


“Was it my fault?” she asked timidly into his shoulder. “Cause my door disappeared?” 


Camilo quickly shook his head, pulling back again. “No,” he insisted. “It’s not your fault 
Mira. Mami said it’s only her fault. No one else’s.” 


She nodded hesitantly after a moment and took his hands in hers. 
“I missed you.” 
“I missed you too,” he assured. “Ever since my birthday.” 


“I don’t know why everyone doesn’t like your Gift,” she muttered petulantly. “I think it’s 
awesome.” 


Camilo grinned at her and shifted into a copy of her and back which got a giggle from her. 
His smile fell again after a moment. “I’m sorry you didn’t get a Gift...” 

She sighed, her own expression falling again. “Abuela was so mad...” 

He felt a spike of worry. “She didn’t hit you did she?” 


She blinked at him before hurriedly shaking her head. “No! She was just... she got mad and I 
think she’s mad at me but also not mad at me? It’s weird. She’s being weird. She said it was 
your fault but I didn’t believe her. Cause you’re mi mellizo and you’d never do that.” 


He nodded frantically. “I’d never hurt you Mira. Promise!” 
She smiled at him. “I know.” 


They hugged again and Camilo was just happy to finally get to talk to her. He’d been scared 
that she did blame him for everything. 


“Wanna play?” Mirabel asked hopefully. 

They hadn’t been able to in so long. 

Camilo nodded eagerly and she lit up, running for the toybox. 
Things definitely felt better now. 


He wondered if mami found TIo Bruno too. 


By the time Dolores decided it was time to leave, hearing the rest of the family gathering and 
preparing to head back to Casita, she gave Isabela a hug and went to fetch Camilo from the 
nursery. 


He pouted at her but let her lead him out of the room after she’d hugged Mirabel and kissed 
her on the head, getting a promise to not tell Alma that they’d visited. 


The little girl was good with secrets so Dolores wasn’t worried. Not when Mirabel knew that 
Camilo couldn’t visit again if Alma knew. 


As they left the nursery, a painting swung open and mamá dragged Tio Bruno out. 
Camilo lit up and ran over to the man, latching onto his ruana. 

“Tio!” 

He faltered in his weak protests and looked down at the five-year-old. 

“T missed you. Are you coming home with us?” 


Mama smirked as Tio folded like wet tissue paper and let Camilo pull him towards the back 
entrance of Casita. 


“Are you sure?” he asked mama one more time. 
“Bruno, I will drag you out by your ear if I have to.” 
He wisely didn’t argue after that. 


As they left, thanking Casita and promising to visit her again, Dolores listened to the rest of 
their family. 


Isabela sounded a lot less stressed despite her work. She had a new priority after all. Mirabel 
was humming to herself as she resumed drawing after packing away the toys, hiding any 
evidence. Smart girl. 


Casita settled down again, waiting for the others to return. 


She could hear Tia Julieta quietly talking to Tio Agustin about how much she worried over 
Mirabel’s happiness when she didn’t get a Gift. 


She heard Alma say that they’d find something for her to do despite ‘Camilo’s interference’. 
That made Dolores frown unhappily. 


How could she blame Camilo for that? It was confusing and terrible that Mirabel didn’t get a 
Gift. 


But how was that Camilo’s fault? 


She looked up to find that Tio Bruno had picked Camilo up and her hermano was snuggled in 
his hold while mama kept pulling him along by his ruana. 


No matter what happened, or what Alma said or did, things would be okay. She was sure of 
it. 


Her family would make sure of it. 


Pepa sighed to herself at the clear nerves that Bruno showed as they approached mama and 
papa s house. He still didn’t believe that they wouldn’t mind him staying with them. 


Well, he was about to be proven wrong. 


She dragged him into the house despite his weak protests and called out to them, making 
Bruno look at her in surprise at the parental titles. 


He didn’t get a chance to ask as mamá came rushing into the room and positively beamed. 


“Brunito!” she called happily, sweeping in and pulling him into a hug. Camilo giggled as he 
was squished between them. 


Bruno stuttered helplessly as papa came in as well with Felix, smiling just as widely. 
“The walls? Really?” Felix asked dryly. 


Bruno ducked his head in embarrassment, squeaking in surprise when mama pulled back 
enough to cup his face. 


“About time you came home,” she said smugly. “It took you and Pepa forever, didn’t it?” 


Pepa could empathise with the confused look on Bruno’s face. She’d been similarly stunned 
at the realisation that they considered her their hija. 


Hopefully, they’d help heal his heart as much as they did hers. 


Not Alone 


Chapter Notes 


Thanks to Raven_Feather for the help with this chapter! 
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Bruno watched Pepa, Felix and Dolores rush around the kitchen while drinking his coffee. 
Carlos and Maria had put their foot down and insisted that they go out for a family picnic 
after everything. 


Maria said they needed to unwind and Bruno had to agree. Pepa had been tense ever since 
she'd dragged him out of the walls. 


He knew she was waiting for their mama's reaction. 


He swallowed hard at that thought. Honestly, he was waiting for her to show up and drag him 
away too. 


She hadn’t expected Pepa to stay away as long as she had, had expected her to come crawling 
back after a few days. 


She’d underestimated just how much his hermana would do for her niños. He’d known from 
the start, when he saw her holding Dolores for the very first time with an awed expression, 
that Pepa would never allow anyone to hurt them. 


Not even their mama. 


And he was relieved about that. Dolores and Camilo shouldn’t have grown up fearing a blow 
like he and Pepa did. He honestly couldn’t believe their mama had laid a hand on Camilo in 
the first place. And right in front of Pepa no less. 


His hermana would never return to a house that her niños weren’t safe. They were her world 
and she’d do everything in her power to protect them. 


Bruno was drawn out of his thoughts when Pepa rested a hand on his shoulder. He startled a 
little and looked up at her. 


“You sure you don’t want to come with?” she asked gently. 


He gave her a small smile. “I’m sure Pepa. I... I’m not ready to go out yet.” 


He wasn’t ready to run into a villager and see their disappointment that he hadn’t actually 
left. He wasn’t ready to run the risk of his mama seeing him yet. 


Pepa nodded and squeezed his shoulder. “Okay. We’ll be back by late afternoon.” 


As she dropped her hand, Bruno was suddenly attacked by his sobrino. He chuckled as 
Camilo scrambled up into his lap and moved his coffee so it didn’t spill on the little terror. He 
was so happy to see the little boy acting more like himself again. He’d grown so quiet after 
his Gift Ceremony, trying to hide in the shadows so he didn’t draw his Abuela Ù attention. 
Here, in this house that was more than a bit cramped at the moment, Camilo felt safe to be his 
loud and excitable self again. 


A big house didn’t mean anything if you didn’t feel safe inside. He loved Casita, but she’d 
only ever been able to do so much for them when it came to their mama. 


“You’re not coming with Tio?” Camilo asked with a pout. 


Bruno chuckled again and brushed the boy’s curls out of his eyes. He was due for a haircut 
soon. 


“Not today mi sobrino. Maybe next time?” 
Camilo continued pouting and Pepa saved him from those lethal sad eyes. 


“Come on Cami,” she picked her hijo up and he squirmed around until he could throw his 
arms around her neck, always happy to be in her arms. “Your Tio 5 tired today. He’s going to 
take a nap in a bit.” 


The look she shot him had Bruno raising his hands in surrender. He’d always struggled with 
insomnia but he’d never had the chance to catch up on sleep before, always expected to be 
working. 


It had shocked him the first time that Maria chased him off to take a nap after noting the bags 
under his eyes. 


He’d only been here a few days but he already felt better than he had in years. He was still 
anxious about adding more of a burden on the couple, but they wouldn’t hear of it when he 
offered to find somewhere else to stay. 


Not that he had any idea of where he could go... 


They’d shut that down very quickly and Maria threatened to drag him back by the ear if he 
tried leaving. Felix had laughed at his very quick surrender. 


Felix's parents were a force of nature. 
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Carlos and his friends were already working on building a house nearby for Pepa and Felix 
and it had been made very clear that they were taking him with them when they moved in. 


He wondered if he should be feeling smothered after a life of trying to find solitude in his 
room as often as possible. 


He didn’t though. He felt loved when Pepa turned to check that he was still there, when Felix 
or his parents checked on him, when Camilo and Dolores ran over to hug him and ask for 
stories. 


He felt relieved when none of them asked for a vision and when the villagers seemed to stay 
away out of uncertainty. 


Bruno waved as Pepa left with her husband and niños and leaned back in his chair. He did 
feel tired still, the night before a restless one. He was sleeping on the couch at the moment 
since there was only one guest room. But he didn’t mind. It was a surprisingly comfortable 
couch. And on the nights he couldn’t sleep, he could go to the kitchen and sit with a mug of 
something hot as he tried to chase the green-tinted nightmares from his mind. 


Bruno had managed to fall asleep thankfully, but he’d always been a light sleeper. So he 
woke up at the sound of a harsh knock on the door. 


Maria gave him a warm smile as she walked past, seeing him blinking sleepily at the ceiling. 
The couch faced away from the front door, so Bruno couldn’t see who it was as she opened it 
to greet whoever was on the other side. He was debating on whether he wanted to try and nap 
a little longer when he heard Maria’s sharp words. 


“What are you doing here?” 
Frowning, Bruno almost sat up to see who it was, but their voice made him freeze. 
“I’m here to put an end to this nonsense Maria,” his mama said sharply. 


He started to shake, frozen at the familiar tone in her voice. She was annoyed and that never 
ended well for him. He was glad Pepa was out with her family. She shouldn’t be near Camilo. 
Last time he heard her in Casita, she was still blaming the little boy for everything for some 
unfathomable reason. 


He was dragged from his panicking thoughts by Maria’s voice. 


“Nonsense? Hardly. I’m giving mi nuera y yerno a safe place to stay when they needed it. I’m 
keeping mi nieto away from the woman who hit him.” 


His mama scoffed and Bruno felt a shot of anger at that. He’d caught sight of them as they’d 
left that night, hidden behind the walls. He’d heard Pepa’s words that split the courtyard in 
half. 


Camilo’s expression had shattered his heart. He’d looked shocked, hurt and frightened. 


He looked how Bruno had felt the first time his mamá had hit him hard enough to leave a 
bruise that Julieta had to heal. 


The shocked betrayal had haunted him since that day. And it pained him that Camilo was 
going to carry that same feeling. 


“You have no right to try and tell me how to run mi familia,” she snapped at Maria. “That boy 
is trouble and I was keeping him in line. Pepa’s little tantrum is only making things worse.” 


Bruno was torn between curling into the couch to be as small as possible and shouting at her 
that Camilo had done absolutely nothing wrong. His Gift was fine. He was well-behaved. He 
couldn’t have possibly done anything to prevent Mirabel from getting a Gift and he never 
would anyway. He loved every member of the family fiercely and he didn’t deserve her 
contempt and disdain. 


Years of fearing her kept him trapped in place though. And Maria’s next words knocked the 
air from his lungs. 


“They are not your family anymore,” she snarled, sounding angrier than Bruno had ever 
heard the gentle woman. “Pepa is mi hija. Camilo and Dolores are mi nietos. Bruno is mi 
hijo.” 


His eyes widened in shock and his mouth moved soundlessly as he tried to process that. 


“T will never allow you to lay a hand on any of them ever again,” Maria stated, tone cold and 
daring the other woman to argue. 


Bruno couldn’t even imagine the look on his mama's face, Faced with a person who so 
adamantly refused to bow to her wishes. 


“They are my niños!” she snapped. 


“Not anymore,” Maria said calmly. “You lost the right to be their mama when you laid a hand 
on them in violence.” 


“It was discipline,” his mamá scoffed. 


Bruno swallowed hard at that, remembering nights of pain when he was denied healing. Days 
of watching Pepa move carefully while trying to hide her own marks of ‘discipline’. 


“That wasn’t discipline!” Maria exclaimed. “That was abuse!” 


The word ran in Bruno’s head. He’d always shied away from it, never wanting to admit the 
truth. 


But stated so clearly, he couldn’t deny it. He and Pepa had been abused. And Juli hadn’t 
escaped it. Their mama may never have laid a hand on her, but she’d twisted his hermana 
into knots emotionally until she couldn’t refuse their mama anything. 


He stared at the ceiling. Pepa had always been ahead of him in this. And now he understood 
why she refused to call the woman who raised them mama. Why she called Maria and Carlos 
mama and papá with a sort of quiet awe. 


Because, unbelievably, they cared. They’d missed it in their childhood, how the couple had 
always offered a safe place when they needed it. They’d thought it was just Felix’s parents 
being nice. But now he could see that it was something else. They just genuinely cared about 
them. Enough to take them in when their family imploded. 


“Fine!” his mama- did she deserve that title? Pepa clearly thought she didn’t. “Pepa will 
come back soon enough. But Bruno will be coming back with me. He’s far behind in his 
work.” 


He had to bite back a whimper at that. This was the first day in a very long time that he 
wasn’t nursing a headache. That he hadn’t struggled to catch more than a few minutes of 
sleep. 


“No,” Maria’s voice was sharp again. “I said I won’t let you touch any of them again. And 
that includes mi hijo.” 


They argued for a few more minutes but Bruno wasn’t listening. He was reeling at the easy 
way Maria claimed him. Despite everything. His mess of a mental state. His reputation in the 
village. And the trouble his mamá- she was causing. She claimed him as easily as she’d 
claimed Pepa. 


It had been a long time since he felt this warmth in his chest. 
He was startled as the door slammed shut. 
“Good riddance to bad rubbish,” Maria muttered. 


Her footsteps came closer and he looked up at her to find a concerned expression on her 
face. 


“Are you okay?” she asked gently, sitting on the edge of the couch and running her fingers 
through his curls. 


It was such a natural move, so... motherly, that it brought tears to his eyes. 
“Brunito?” she asked, worriedly. 


“I was abused,” he whispered, the words slipping out of him while he stared at the ceiling 
numbly. 


Maria didn’t stop playing with his hair. 
“She won’t touch you again,” she promised. 
“You called me your hijo.” 


She gave a soft chuckle. “Brunito. We’ve considered you and Pepa our niños since we met 
you. You deserved so much more than that woman gave you.” 


He closed his eyes and felt the tears track down his temples. 


“I just wanted her to love me.” 
A moment later, he found himself being gathered up into a hug, held close to Maria’s chest. 
“She doesn’t know the amazing hijo she missed out on.” 


He buried his face in her shoulder to try and muffle the sobs he couldn’t hold back. She 
hummed and swayed back and forth, rubbing his back and pressing a kiss into his hair. 


“You’re safe here Brunito. You’re safe and you’re loved,” she promised. 
And he believed her. Because every single one of her actions backed up what she was saying. 
“Gracias mamá,” he whispered, barely audible. 


She only held him tighter and he ended up falling asleep like that, feeling safe for the first 
time in a very long time. 


He woke up to the sounds of his hermana returning and hazily blinked at them. Camilo was 
asleep in Felix’s arms, probably having tired himself out from the picnic. Dolores caught 
Bruno’s eye and smiled softly. He wondered if she’d said anything to Pepa about what she 
must have heard. 


When he saw Pepa’s smile, he realised that he was lying with his head in Maria’s lap, her 
fingers still tangled in his curls. 


“Did you have a good day?” she asked, voice soft since she didn’t seem to have realised he 
was awake. 


“Si,” Pepa responded with a smile while Felix left to put Camilo down for the rest of his 
impromptu nap. “It was a good day mama.” 


She said it so easily, not hesitating to give this woman the title she fully deserved. Bruno 
wondered if he’d be able to say it so easily from now on. 


“That’s good,” Maria- mama said, a smile in her voice. Bruno let his eyes close again. 
“Looks like Camilo is tuckered out from it.” 


“With the amount of running he did, I’d be surprised if he could still keep his eyes open,” 
Pepa chuckled. 


Bruno heard Dolores’ soft yawn and Pepa started shooing her off to take a nap as well. No 
doubt she’d done her very best to keep up with her energetic hermanito. She’d been a lot 
more protective of Camilo since his Gift Ceremony. 


Mar- mama shifted slightly under him and started humming again. And Bruno drifted off 
again with an ease he couldn’t remember ever having in regards to sleep. 


But he didn’t have to worry about it now. Not here. 


Not anymore. 


Helpful Ninja 


Luisa almost froze when a little girl with a familiar cheeky smile appeared to push a bottle of 
water into her hand before skipping off. 


Her eyes burned as she watched her primito hurry off. This was the first time she'd seen him 
since he disappeared in the night with the rest of his family. 


She still didn't understand what happened. Her parents didn't want to talk about it. Her 
Abuela dismissed it and said they'd be back. Isabela had quietly told her not to mention their 
extended family but that they were alright and Luisa felt like she'd missed something 
important. 


But seeing Cami again, even in a different form, made her want to cry. He was smiling again 
and helping her like usual. 


Why didn't Abuela like him? He was the sweetest boy she'd ever met. And his Gift was so 
cool! She just didn't understand. 


She looked down at the bottle of water and a small smile appeared. He still cared too... 


She just wanted to hug her primo. 


Isabela scowled at her pile of deliveries for the day. She didn't know how Alma expected her 
to keep up but she had to stay the perfect nieta to protect her hermanas. So she'd have to find 
a way. 


Her plants still writhed anxiously at her feet as she tried to figure out a route that would allow 
her to finish in time. She almost missed the door opening in her concentration and let out a 
quiet ‘oof’ when a little body slammed into her in a hug. 


She looked down at the mop of curly hair and smiled to herself. 

“Hola Cami,” she greeted him happily. 

He beamed up at her. “Dolores is visiting Luisa today!” he chirped. “But I wanna help you!” 
he let go and bounced in place. “Can I help you today?” he asked hopefully and she melted 
like she always did. 


“As long as you’re careful,” she told him seriously. 


She wasn’t worried about Alma yelling at her over him helping anymore. She was worried 
over how the woman would treat him if she found out. 


Camilo nodded eagerly. “I’m super sneaky!” he reminded her and she chuckled. 


That he was. 


He picked up one of the bouquets carefully and looked up at her expectantly. She stepped 
closer to ruffle his hair before she told him who that arrangement was going to. 


He gave her one last smile before running off. 


As usual, he pulled off the impressions flawlessly and reappeared to take a few more 
deliveries as she did her own half. With his help, she finished early and the pair could sneak 
into Luisa’s room to join Dolores in visiting her. 


Luisa was thrilled to see Camilo and he spent most of the visit on her lap until Mirabel joined 
them at Casita’s urging. Then the two five-year-olds ended up play-wrestling on Luisa’s soft 
carpet. 


“Why don’t you suggest that Mira helps with your deliveries?” Dolores asked Isabela quietly 
and she looked at her prima in surprise. “She’s very bored in Casita on her own.” 


Isabela looked at her hermanita thoughtfully. 


She was sure she could swing that with Alma with the right approach. And that way, when 
Camilo snuck over to help, the two could also see each other. 


She nodded at Dolores who smiled. 
Isabela had missed her prima Ùs sensible advice. 
“How’s Tio Bruno?” Luisa asked softly and Isabela perked up to hear the answer too. 


“Abuela is making sure he eats and sleeps,” Dolores told them with a soft smile. “She refuses 
to let Alma take him back.” 


“Good,” Isabela huffed. 


It still infuriated her that Alma had actually hit her Tio and Tia. And then Camilo too! Her 
blood boiled whenever the woman smiled at her now. 


She refused to allow that to happen to her hermanas. 
"And Cami?" Luisa asked quietly. "How's he?" 
Dolores smiled as she looked at her hermano playing with Mirabel. 


"He's better. He finally gets to be himself again." 


Mirabel was practically bouncing with excitement as Abuela reminded her to do her best to 
help Isabela with her work. Of course she’d do her best! She got to help Isa! This was the 
best thing ever! 


She beamed up at her hermana when she took her hand and followed her back to her room. 


“You ready Mira?” she asked, picking up a basket. 


Mirabel nodded eagerly and took the basket carefully. She couldn't damage them since her 
hermana s work was always perfect. The little girl listened carefully as Isabela told her where 
it was going before running off. 


She got to help her hermana! She was so excited! 


She giggled to herself when she spotted ‘Isabela’ also making a delivery. She could recognise 
Cami no matter what. 


So, even better... she got to help her hermana with her primo! 


This was the best thing ever. 


Isabela smiled softly to herself as Mirabel ran off to do another delivery. Dolores was right. 
This was a brilliant idea. 


Mentioning to Alma that having something to do would be good for Mirabel and that she’d 
be helpful to Isabela had worked like a charm and the five-year-old was officially her new 
helper. 


Along with her unofficial helper. 


Isabela let herself feel smug about the fact that Alma had unknowingly set it up so that 
Mirabel and Camilo would spend more time together. 


Her own workload had been reduced by a lot with both of their help and she didn’t feel as 
stressed anymore. She felt like she could breathe and focus on keeping her family safe now. 


“Oh, gracias Isa,” her mamá smiled at her warmly as she offered her a flower. 


She hadn’t seen her mamá smile much since Tia left with her half of the family and Tio 
Bruno so she was trying to change that. She hugged her quickly before searching out her 
papa to give him a hug too. 


She’d make sure that her family was safe and happy. No matter what. She wouldn’t let Alma 
make them all miserable. 


Cami wasn’t around to make everyone smile anymore, so Isabela would have to pick up the 
slack. 


The house was too quiet and sombre since they’d left... 
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